
 

1-1  ▪▪▪  May 2008 Interior Design Manual  

DESIGN PRINCIPLES DESIGN PRINCIPLES 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
The Interior Design Manual 
(IDM) will provide VA staff 
participating in the development 
of interior design projects with 
an understanding of their roles, 
responsibilities and the 
appropriate procedures for 
creating a comprehensive 
Interior Design environment.  
All VA staff members taking 
part in interior design are 
expected to follow this manual 
as best practice.   

The purpose of the IDM is to aid in the translation of VA Master 
Specifications (http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp) into 
patient-centered design solutions.  Design solutions should improve the 
quality of life and productivity as well as protect the health, safety and 
welfare of the veterans, visitors and staff. Interior Design is a major 
component in establishing and maintaining an environment that is 
professional, therapeutic, safe, aesthetically pleasing, and functionally 
appropriate.  

The IDM will provide tools for understanding current healthcare design 
industry standards as well as innovative out-of-the-box thinking 
balanced with a clear awareness of what designing for VA means. 

The IDM is a living document that VA staff will support and contribute to 
in future revisions, therefore creating a sense of ownership and 
collaboration between the staff and VA Central Office. 

All VA designers should reference the National Council for Interior 
Design Qualifications (NCIDQ) definition of interior design (found at 

www.ncidq.org).   

Internal links are provided to other VA Architectural 
Standards and Criteria documents to make 

the Manual more user-friendly. The 
Interior Design Team shall 

implement VA 

Fayetteville VAMC      
...lobby. Image courtesy 
……of Canon Design. 

 

http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
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Architectural Standards and 
Criteria documents as a basis 
of design.  The IDM is the 
resource to help build the 
rationale for options and 
challenges to those standards.    

The IDM is intended to be a 
companion manual to the 
Architectural Design Manual. 
The manual provides check 
lists to organize the design 
process from Conceptual 
Design into Architectural Rules 
and throughout the Design 
Approach 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/manuals.asp). 
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The IDM is also intended to be 
a companion to the Design 
Guides.  The Design Guides 
provide functional and space 
criteria that are integrated with 
architectural, equipment, and 
environmental requirements 
into “guide plates,” detailed, 
illustrative plans for each space 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/dg_idx.asp). 

The manual is 
organized into four 
sections.  Section 
one is the Design 
Principles. This 
section will provide 
VA staff members 
who participate in 
project design work 
a reference place to 
inspire the best 
design that meets the vision and mission of VA, recognizes the needs 
of the veteran patient and becomes an exemplary site for design.  
Section two is the VA Design Portfolio, which is organized by building 
types and provides a listing of sites that have achieved “best-in-class” 
design examples.  Section three is the Glossary, which includes 
definitions of language used either within the VA system or in the 
Healthcare and design industry.  Section four is labeled Resource and 
provides support web sites internal to VA and external to the design 
industry.  

Cardiac catheterization laboratory at VA Pittsburgh 
Healthcare System.   Photo courtesy of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs 

 

Left: Doctor and patient from VA’s Fiscal Year 2005 Performance and Accountability 
Report.  Photo courtesy of the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

Below: Physical therapy at VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System.   Photo courtesy of the 
Department of Veterans Affairs 

http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/manuals.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/manuals.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/dg_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/dg_idx.asp
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VA ARCHITECTURAL 
STANDARDS AND 
CRITERIA  
This Manual and the current 
editions of the following 
documents, also found in VA’s 
Technical Information Library 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/), comprise VA’s 
architectural standards and 
criteria: 

Design Manuals 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/manuals.asp) – There are 
a number of Design Manuals 
falling under the following 
categories: Auto Transport, 
Architectural, Asbestos 
Abatement, Critical Path 

Method, Electrical, Equipment, Fire Protection, HVAC, Interior Design, 
Plumbing, Sanitary, Site Development, Specifications, Steam 
Generation and Distribution, and Structural.  The manuals are a guide 
and a master reference that are expected to be followed in the design 
and renovation of medical facilities for VA. 

Design Guides (http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/dg_idx.asp) – 
These documents include functional and space criteria integrated with 
architectural, equipment, and environmental requirements that are 
made into "guide plates" for each space.  

Design and Construction Procedures 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/proc_idx.asp) – A collection of VA 
requirements and guidance on various construction-related topics. 
Many of them were formerly known as VA "Construction Standards.” 

Equipment Guide List 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/equipment.asp) – This is a list of 
equipment, furnishings, and utility requirements for each space in a 
functional area. 

Equipment Reference Manual 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/equiprm.asp) – 
This manual includes graphic representations of each 
piece of equipment to be purchased and installed by 
the construction contractor.  

Room Finishes, Door and Hardware Schedule 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/rooms/rooms.doc) 
– The schedule includes room-by-room standards for 
interior finishes, doors, and door hardware. 

Space Planning Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spacework/) – 
This includes approved space criteria for each room in 
a functional area, plus "design considerations" for that 
area, space relationship diagrams, and interfunctional 
relationship matrices. 

Standard Details 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/details.asp) – 
Standard Details include scale drawings of many 
specific items and conditions and are to be used as a 
guide only, except for standard details specifically 
stipulated by PG-18-3, VA Design and Construction 
Procedures 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/proc_idx.asp). 

Master Construction Specifications 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp) – 
The Master Construction Specifications are the 
specific requirements that architects, engineers, 
designers, and contractors must implement into 
construction documents for a VA building.  
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Infection-Control Standards – 
Although no architectural 
standards explicitly address 
infection control, it is a basic 
hospital function and a 
consideration underlying most 
of VA’s standards and criteria. 

Basic separation of clean and 
soiled material and activities is 
guided by the Space Planning 
Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/spacework/space.asp), 
particularly by the Design 
Considerations and 
Relationship Matrixes and 
Diagrams. 

Frequent hand washing is 
promoted by adequate and 
appropriately located lavatories 
and sinks, as per Space 
Planning Criteria 

(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spacework/space.asp) and the 
Equipment Guide List 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/equipment.asp). 

Isolation of contagious or especially vulnerable patients is provided by 
isolation rooms or spaces in accordance with Space Planning Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spacework/space.asp) and 
Tuberculosis Facility Guidance 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/tb_idx.asp). 

Control of airborne infection in general, as well as in isolation rooms, 
requires proper design of ventilation systems, as specified in HVAC 
Design Manual (http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/manuals.asp). 

General cleanliness (as well as sterility in critical spaces) is facilitated 
by the following:  

Finishes appropriate for each space, as per Room Finishes, Door and 
Hardware Schedule 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/rooms/rooms.doc). 

Detailing of features such as door frames, casework, and finish 
transitions to avoid dirt-catching and hard-to-clean crevices and 
surfaces, as shown in Standard Details 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/details.asp) and Equipment 
Reference Manual (http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/equipment.asp). 

Adequate and appropriately located and equipped housekeeping 
spaces, as provided by Space Planning Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spacework/space.asp) and the 
Equipment Guide List 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/equipment.asp).

Outpatient Clinic and Regional Office, Anchorage, Alaska.  Image courtesy of the Department of Veterans Affairs. 
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CONCEPTUAL DESIGN 
CONSIDERATIONS 

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS 
Design Story  
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The “Design Story” will justify 
“why” spaces have been 
designed 
the way 
they are, 
or “why” 
certain 
materials ha e 
been used th t 
may deviate from 
the established VA 
standards.  It 
provides the 
validation, 
benchmarking, and 
“lessons learned” 
rationalization.  
The story is a tool 
for designers to 
build consensus and g
approval for their desi
solutions.  It should be
conceptualized early i
project and become e
during all design phas
design story should be
by a patient-centered 
delivery model, the m
national patriotism of 
patients, and an unde
of veteran-specific dis
illness.  It should also
the cultural, regional a
ethnical differences, a
follow Federal Govern
codes, directives, rule
regulations.  The desi
should be inspired by 
healthcare design, tec
evidence-based desig
sustainability, and col
resources. This inspir
becomes the basis of
design story.  In every
project the whole proj

can contribute to the design story. The project team includes all VA 
staff participants.  This includes the Director’s Office, Administration, 
VA Engineers, VA Architects, Environmental Programs staff, care 
giving staff, and end users that are affected by the project.  Patient and 
family users can bring great perspective. 

In medium and small projects there may not be a project team to 
contribute to the story; therefore, the story can be crafted by the 
designer, project engineer, in-house engineering trades (if available) 
and the end users that are affected by the project. 
In
…

 a patient-centered environment,      
design solutions will respond to 

..the needs of the patient profile both 
architecturally and through 
.......material selections. 
“va
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Patient Profile 
VA staff participating in the developmen ior design projects 
should create a patient profile for their f he patient profile is a 
description of the unique characteristics
Veteran patient users and may include 

Hand painted  
mural at the VAMC  
Battle Creek Community 
Living Center.  Photo 
courtesy of the Department 
of Veterans Affairs. 
t of inter
acility.  T
”

Interior Design Manual  

 and needs of the various 
cultural, regional, and ethnic 
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characteristics, to name a few.  
The description should address 
both mental and physical 
characteristics.  This profile will 
help the designer create 
patient-focused design 
solutions. Refer to the 
Demographic material 
beginning on page 1-8. 

In a patient-centered 
environment, design solutions 
will respond to the needs of the 
patient profile both 
architecturally and through 
material selections. When VA 
staff members participating in 
the development of interior 
design projects have the 
opportunity, they should 
discuss the patient profile 
benefits with the project team. 
In patient-centered 
environments, care givers 
include the patients in the 
collaboration of their care; 
therefore, the benefits of 
understanding the patient 
profile affect both the patient 
and the care givers.  

Examples of a few specific VA Patient 
Profile design responses:  

• Profile 1 - Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) 

Attributes: Mental health patients 
typically arrive alone and the need 
for privacy is very great. 

Design Response: Small separated 
waiting pods are better than one 
large waiting room. 

VA Site Reference: VA Palo Alto 
Health Care System, VAMC 
Cleveland 

Veteran using treadmill from 
VA’s National Center for Patient 
Safety 2004 Falls Toolkit.  Photo 
courtesy of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs.

• Profile 2 –Spinal Cord Injury (SCI)  

Attributes: Patients with conditions ranging from limited physical 
mobility to complete paralysis. 

Design Response: Empower patients by providing a wireless 
system to control light, temperature, nurse call, TV, etc. 

VA Site Reference: VAMC Cleveland, VAMC Hines 

 

Edward Hines, Jr. VA 
Hospital, Chicago, 
Illinois.  Photo 
courtesy of the 
Department of 
Veterans Affairs. 

• Profile 3 –POLY Trauma 

Attributes:  A Poly Trauma area serves patients that require the 
environment to take into consideration their multiple disabilities 
of varying severity and their requirement for support over long 
periods of time. 

Design Response: High contrast in the environment, such as 
providing a counter top in one color and the sink in a contrasting 
color to meet visual impairment issues. 

VA Site Reference: VAMC Minneapolis 

VA Article Reference: The article highlighted in Time 
Magazine’s August 27, 2006 issue, “How VA Hospitals Became 
the Best” explained “how the VA care is acing competitors.”

VAMC, Cleveland, Ohio.  Photo courtesy of 
the Department of Veterans Affairs.   
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• Profile 4 –Family Support 
Areas 

Attributes: Physicians need 
to discuss sensitive and / or 
confidential patient 
information with families.  

Design Response: Instead 
of the traditional 
consultation room, provide 
alternative respite spaces 
outfitted with comfortable 
and informal seating 
arrangements and a 
dignified and calm décor.   

VA Site Reference: VAMC 
Albany 

 

Demographics.  VA staff participating in the development of interior 
design projects will take into account the demographics of each VA  

All VA patient-centered building designs will understand the 
demographics of each Veteran patient user type. This information will 
provide the designer with a humanistic understanding of the attributes 
of veterans as individuals. 

Demographics include the basic information of age and sex, but also 
include the area of military service.  Military demographics describe the 
state, period, and service activity information.  

Reference the military census material listed on the following pages to 
better understanding the demographics of every individual veteran 
patient user type.  The demographic information will provide context for 
the project team to better appreciate the needs of veterans that use 
their facility.  

 

Veteran in his "personalized" bedroom at the Miles City, Montana Nursing Home.  Photo 
courtesy of the Department of Veterans Affairs. 
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Healing Environments 
VA staff participating in the 
development of interior design 
projects will create a Healing 
Environment Statement for each 
VA Hospital or care-giving site.  
That statement will define the 
Healing Environment Design 
Goals and Principles. 

The Healing Environment 
statement should recognize the 
mission statement of each VA 
facility and the mission of VA.  
The mission of VA is: "To care for 
him who shall have borne the 
battle and for his widow and his 
orphan." These words, spoken by 
Abraham Lincoln during his 
Second Inaugural Address, 
reflect the philosophy and 
principles that guide VA, and are 
the focus of VA’s endeavors to 
serve the Nation’s veterans and 
their families.  Reference the 
mission of VA at the following 
website: 
http://www.va.gov/about_va/missi
on.asp. 

 

Du
pro
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Env
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Env
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VA
VA
conExample of healing 

gardens.  Photo 
courtesy of HOK. 

(ww

VA
pra
com
rec
Ne
(htt
cre
aw
illus
(htt

VA
VA
The
alto

VA
Por
pat
Example of an area of 
respite.  Photo courtesy of
HOK. 
Interior Design Manual  

ring all phases of the 
ject, from early design 
elopment to final 
ign solutions, creating 
ealing environment is 
ortant in a patient-
tered environment.  All 
igns should be judged 
inst the Healing 
ironment Statement to 

idate the solution 
ets the goals and 
ciples of the Healing 
ironment. 

cent VA building 
igns have been 
ognized for creating 
cessful Healing 
ironments.  This 

ognition comes through 
 application of Planetree principles, or the application of 
rapeutic programs, or displaying good design in healing gardens to 
ntion just a few. 

 Site Reference: Planetree - 
MC Albany, NY - VA Healthcare Network, Upstate New York, 
tinues to integrate Planetree Philosophy in all facilities 

w1.va.gov/visns/visn02/network/planetree/docs/planetree.pdf). 

MC Albany NY, Network 2 Website was selected from among 30 best 
ctice programs for a Planetree Spirit of Caring Award in the core 
ponent of Information and Education. The Spirit of Caring Awards 

ognizes the most innovative programs from around the nation. 
twork 2 subscribes to the Planetree principles 
p://www1.va.gov/visns/visn02/network/planetree/index.cfm) of 
ating healing environments through patient-centered care. The 2006 
ard was created by New Yorker magazine cartoonist Arnie Levin, and 
trates the Planetree principles 

p://www1.va.gov/visns/visn02/website/images/planetree2004b.jpg).  

 Site Reference: Therapeutic - 
 Palo Alto Health Care System, CA - Areas of Service, Recreation 
rapy (www.palo-
.med.va.gov/hcservices/RecTherapyService.asp). 

 Site Reference: Healing Gardens - 
tland VA Medical Center - The Healing Garden is designed with wide 
hs to accommodate wheel chairs and hospital beds and many of the 

http://www.va.gov/about_va/mission.asp
http://www.va.gov/about_va/mission.asp
http://www1.va.gov/visns/visn02/planetree.html
http://www1.va.gov/visns/visn02/network/planetree/index.cfm
http://www1.va.gov/visns/visn02/website/images/planetree2004b.jpg
http://www.palo-alto.med.va.gov/hcservices/RecTherapyService.asp
http://www.palo-alto.med.va.gov/hcservices/RecTherapyService.asp
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features will trigger the senses, design of the new facilities will incorporate healing elements.  The goal 

such as tranquil sounds of water 
and wind chimes and the 
soothing scents of lavender and 
mint. 

VA Site Reference: Healing 
Environments - 
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…...
envi“ creating a healing… 

ronment is important 
…in a patient-centered 
environment. 

 
”

Pittsburgh, PA - The VA in 
Pittsburgh is 
getting 
underway 
with a $200 
million project 
on the O'Hara 
campus.  The 
facility will be 
enlarged by 
264,000 square 
feet, including a 
104,000-square-
foot ambulatory 
care center, a 
40,000-square-foot administration 
building and a residential 
complex comprised of seven 
townhouses (around 65,000 
square feet total).  The residential 
units will be used by veterans 
receiving help from VA. The 

is to create healing environments and not healthcare buildings.  Plans 
are also underway to have the new buildings certified as "green" by the 
U.S. Green Building Council 
(www.va.gov/pittsburgh/public_affairs_news/va_parking_lot_project_to_
break_ground.rtf). 

VA Site Reference: Evidence-Based Design - 
Health Services Research and Development - The Health Services 
Research and Development (HSR&D) Service pursues research at the 

interface of healthcare 
systems, patients and 
healthcare outcomes. 
HSR&D underscores 
all aspects of VA 
healthcare, specifically 
quality, access, patient 
outcomes and 
healthcare costs. 
Additional information 
can be found on VA’s 
website at:  

http://www.research.va.gov/programs/hsrd.cfm and 
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/. 

There are fifteen HSR&D Centers of Excellence (COE) 
(http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/centers_of_excellence.c
fm) and three Resource Centers 
(http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/resource_centers.cfm) 
located throughout the US. In addition, HSR&D's Research 
Enhancement Award Program (REAP) 
(http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/reap.cfm) and the 
Targeted Research Enhancement Program (TREP) 
(http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/trep.cfm) support the 
development of other research centers across the country. 
VA Site Reference: Evidence-Based Design - 
The Richard L. Roudebush VA Medical Center in Indianapolis has 
partnered with VA Research and Development Service and was 
designated as a Center of Excellence on Implementing Evidence Based 
Practice. With the newly funded Research Enhancement Award 
Program (REAP) the Health Services research will focus on information 
management for patient centered treatment 
(http://www.index.va.gov/search/va/va_search.jsp?QT=evidence+based
+design). 

The healthcare design industry has publications that VA staff 
participating in the development of interior design projects can reference 
on Healing Environments.  These publications include books, 
magazines, and articles which can be purchased or ordered through 
attending or visiting web-sites, conferences and symposiums on Healing 
Environments.  

Example of healing gardens.  Photo 
Courtesy of HOK. 

http://www.va.gov/pittsburgh/public_affairs_news/va_parking_lot_project_to_break_ground.rtf
http://www.va.gov/pittsburgh/public_affairs_news/va_parking_lot_project_to_break_ground.rtf
http://www.research.va.gov/programs/hsrd.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/centers_of_excellence.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/centers_of_excellence.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/centers_of_excellence.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/resource_centers.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/resource_centers.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/reap.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/reap.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/reap.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/trep.cfm
http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/about/centers/trep.cfm
http://www.index.va.gov/search/va/va_search.jsp?QT=evidence+based+design
http://www.index.va.gov/search/va/va_search.jsp?QT=evidence+based+design
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Healthcare Industry Article 
Reference:  The Healing 
Environment principles should 
focus on: 
• Positive Self Awareness 
• Link to Nature 
• Culture 
• People 
• Sense of Privacy 
• Harmless to the 

Environments 
• Meaningful/Diverse 

Stimuli 
• Place for Relaxation 
• Interaction with Outside 

World 
• Balance between New 

and Familiar 
• Beauty  

 

From Venolia C. (1990) Healing 
Environments. Journal of 
Healthcare Interior Design, 2, 
127-136. 

Healthcare Industry Article 
Reference:  Susan Frampton, 
Ph.D. President of Planetree. As 
the President of Planetree, a non-
profit organization, Frampton 
works with a growing alliance of 
hospitals and health centers 
around the country and in Europe 
that have implemented 
Planetree’s unique patient-
centered model of care. Prior to 
her work with Planetree, she 
spent over twenty years at 
several hospitals in the New 
England area. Putting Patients 
First: Designing and Practicing 
Patient-Centered Care, (J-B AHA 
Press). 

Example of meaningful / diverse stimuli.  Photo courtesy of HOK. 

Healthcare Industry Article 
Reference: Roger Ulrich is 
Professor of Architecture at 
Texas A&M University and a 
Faculty Fellow of the Center for  

Health Systems and Design, an interdisciplinary center housed jointly in 
the colleges of Architecture and Medicine. Therapeutic Environments, 
from the Therapeutic Environments Forum, AIA Academy of 
Architecture for Health.  "How Design Impacts Wellness" by Roger 
Ulrich, PhD, Texas A&M University; Mardelle McCuskey Shepley, D. 
Arch., AIA. 
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Healthcare Industry Reference:  

AIA Guidelines for Design and Construction of Healthcare Facilities ...........................................www.aia.org 
American Academy of Healthcare Interior Designers .................................www.aahid.org/en-us/default.aspx 
American Society of Healthcare Environmental Services........................................................ www.ashes.org 
Green Guide for Health Care.....................................................................................................www.gghc.org 

Healthcare Industry Conference Reference:  
Center for Health Design Conference...................................................www.healthdesign.org/education/conf 
Academy of Architecture for Health Conference...........................................................................www.aia.org 

Healthcare Industry Magazines Reference:  
Healthcare Design Magazine................................................................ www.healthcaredesignmagazine.com 
Journal of Healthcare Design........................................................................................ www.healthdesign.org 
Building Design and Construction..................................................................................www.bdcnetwork.com 
Facility Care.................................................................................................................... www.facilitycare.com 

VA Pittsburgh Domiciliary Housing Units, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  Image courtesy of the Department 
of Veterans Affairs.   
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Physical Environment- The 
following does not provide a 
comprehensive list, but is an 
incomplete collection of concepts 
that impact the physical 
environment. 

Understand the physical 
hierarchy of building zones and 
the corresponding design and 
material selections. The common 
zones are: public, patient, staff 
and service. 

• The public zone includes but 
is not limited to all building 
entries, lobbies, adjacent 
circulation, vertical lobbies, 
retail, spiritual space, 
conference, and even 
registration areas.   

• The patient zone includes 
but is not limited to any area 
that a patient circulates and 

resides in along their journey to receive care.  This includes 
departmental entries, waiting, consults, and exam and treatment 
spaces as well as patient wards.  

• The staff zone includes, but is not limited to, offices, work rooms, 
copy spaces, nurse stations, physician spaces, locker rooms, 
lounges, conference, and all research areas. 

• The service zone includes but is not limited to building support 
spaces (communication, electrical, etc.), utility spaces (soiled and 
clean linen), stairwells, and housekeeping aide spaces.  

VA staff participating in the development of interior design projects can 
impact the indoor air quality of their facilities through the products they 
specify.  Existing environments that are effected by sick building 
syndrome also require careful material selections.  VA staff have a 
responsibility to understand the impact of their specifications on the 
immediate health of all building occupants, including patients, staff, and 
visitors.  The emissions of building and furniture materials, cleaning 
products and ventilation of mechanical systems will profoundly affect the 
quality of the indoor air.  

Understand the physical design elements that impact the acceptance of 
the healing environment such as art, accessories, ceilings, color, floors, 
furniture/cabinetry, hardware, lighting, linens, music, plants, textures, 
upholstery, walls and wall coverings, window coverings and wood work. 

Building zones.  Image courtesy of HOK. 
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Examples: 

• Art: One goal of art is to 
provide an image that offers 
stress reduction and a tranquil 
view.  

• Ceiling: The ceiling should 
provide a positive distraction 
or indirect lighting where 
patients are recovering.  

• Color: Color perception can 
impact patients healing.  
When choosing colors, keep 
in mind that the elderly 
experience colors differently.  

Design Elements – art.  Photo courtesy of HOK. 

• Lighting: The lamp color 
temperature is important 
because it can change the 
color of floor and wall 
materials by dulling or 
enhancing their color. This 
can also be affected by direct 
or indirect lighting.  

VA staff participating in the development of interior design projects 
should be familiar with CARES (Capital Asset Realignment for 
Enhanced Services - May 2004) to better understand VA’s long term 
goals and how the goals directly impact their facilities.  Seventeen sites 
around the United States were studied with the objective to identify the 
optimal approach to provide veterans with healthcare equal to or better 
than is currently provided in terms of access, quality, and cost 
effectiveness.  CARES is VA’s effort to produce a logical, national plan 
for modernizing healthcare facilities. 

Examples: 

• CARES: 2007 Chicago  

North Chicago VAMC is part of the Veterans Integrated Service 
Network (VISN) 12, a regional health care system that provides a full 
spectrum of health care to veterans. North Chicago VAMC serves as 
the long-term care referral center for this area's medical and mental 
health patients (www.visn12.med.va.gov/NorthChicago). 

• CARES: 2007 Pittsburgh  

This project consolidated a three-division health care delivery 
system into two divisions to better accommodate current and 
projected workload.  This provides a state-of-the-art improved 
environment, while reducing operating expenses and enhancing 
services.  This project meets VA’s strategic goals of honoring and 
memorializing veterans as well as increasing contributions to public 
health research. 

Design Elements – color.  Photo 
courtesy of HOK. 
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Organizational Planning 
Understanding 
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In early conceptual design for all 
sizeable projects, VA staff 
participating in the development 
of interior design projects will 
need to ask questions about 
organization planning.   

Ask for a copy of the operational 
narrative if one has been written.  
This will provide a description of 
how the department being 
designed will function every day.  

Ask questions on how VA patient-centered care is being planned and 

Nursing home planning diagram.  Ima

delivered by staff in the new space. 

Example: 

• he 

tnerships” 

ling 

members 
to access snacks and beverages for the patient. 

ge courtesy of the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

The Planetree Model is committed to enhancing healthcare from t
patient’s perspective.  It empowers patients and families through 
information and education, and encourages “healing par
with caregivers to support active participation. Through 
organizational transformation, the Planetree Model creates hea
environments in which patients can be active participants and 
caregivers are enabled to thrive, i.e., open nursing stations that 
encourage communication, and pantries that allow family 
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Ask for diagrams that show 
external adjacency of how that 
department is supported by other 
departments.  Reference the 
Space Planning Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standa
rd/spacework/). 
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Use bubble diagrams for internal 
adjacency to understand how the 
department will function day-to-
day.  Reference the Space 
Planning Criteria 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standa
rd/spacework/). 

Organization planning topics that 
designer should ask about 
include: 

• Operational 
assumptions 

• Patient volumes and 
average length of stay 

• Patient flow though the department 
• Staff volumes - number of people working in the department  
• Key rooms in department 
• Internal and external functional adjacency 
• Departmental needs of the patients and family 
• Departmental needs of the staff 

Amenities 
Amenities can describe patient care services that a VA 

Hospital offers to patients to create a more hospitality-
like environment.  Complementary and Alternative 

Medicine (CAM) is also an amenity.   

Examples:  

• HOPTEL UNIT- Provides short term and 
sleeping accommodations for Veterans 
either before or after a procedure. 

• FISHER HOUSE – The Fisher House is a 
home-away-from-home for families of 
hospitalized veterans or veterans who are in 
the area to visit a hospitalized member of 

their immediate family.  Also welcome to stay 
at the Fisher House are veterans undergoing 

an extended episode of outpatient therapy who 
are able to care for their own personal needs or 

are accompanied by a caretaker.   

• WELCOME CARTS – This service is handled by 
Voluntary Service and supplied through donations from 

Veteran Groups.  The volunteers welcome each in-patient 
leaving them with items such as a crocheted lap blanket, 

books, crossword puzzles, toiletries, and other small items. 
Nursing home wayfinding – signage. 
Photo courtesy of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs. 

• ENTERTAINMENT – Coordinated through Music Therapy, this 
service provides musicians that perform in the main lobby 
creating a welcoming feel to the space.   

VA Site Reference: VAMC Albany, NY 

Amenities can describe architectural elements and services available in 
a building such as phone alcoves, welcome carts, drinking fountains, 
public and family assist toilets, ATMs, discrete drop off and pick up, 
concierge, mail and laundry services, and retail shops (including staff 
uniform shops), among others.  

Wayfinding - “Wayfinding” consists of two main elements: orientation 
(“Where am I?”) and navigation (“How do I get there?”).  Signs play an 
active role in the wayfinding process by providing the primary form of 
communication. Wayfinding in built environments creates a people 
movement system that is simple to understand and promotes a friendly 
ease of movement.   



 DESIGN PRINCIPLES DESIGN PRINCIPLES Example of 
wayfinding 
signage from 
VA Signage 
Design Guide.  
Graphic 
courtesy of the 
Department of 
Veterans 
Affairs.

Wayfinding should be planned 
around an intuitive Orientation to 
Spaces. VA staff participating in 
the development of interior 
design projects can impact 
orientation by providing views to 
the outside whenever possible.  
These views create a sense of 
direction for all users, patients, 
visitors, and staff inside the 
building. 

Wayfinding is the relationship 
between landmarks and recall.  
All healthcare journeys start 
outside the building in parking 
lots or structures and continue 
into buildings.  Patients and 
families can use these landmarks 
as a meeting place or to assist in 
giving directions. 

Wayfinding should have 
Consistent Destination Labels.  
VA staff participating in the 
development of interior design 
projects should partner with their 
project team, environmental 
graphic consultants, 
administration, and management 
staff to create messaging.  
Provide consistent, easy to 
understand destination labels.   Wayfinding should incorporate the needs of staff and 

material management movements as well. 

Physical building signs are a key element of wayfinding.  Wayfinding is 
partly achieved through signs that are overhead or hung on the wall.  VA 
staff participating in the development of interior design projects should 
work with the project team and environmental graphic consultants to 
verify that the signage systems are integrated into the architectural 
design per the VA Signage Design Guide 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/signage.asp). Signage concepts 
should limit messaging and avoid visual clutter to minimize confusion. 

The VA Signage Design Guide provides signage design and systems 
guidelines.  The guide describes how signage should assist VA 
customers, visitors, and others as they approach the property, locate 
buildings, and proceed to functions. Signage should inform in a direct 
and simple manner.  

Example of consistent 
destination labels.  Graphic 
courtesy of HOK. 
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Material Appropriateness –  Example: 
All projects should follow the 
schedule for finishes found in 
Division 9 of the VA Master 
Specifications 
(www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/sp
ec_9.asp). 

Rubber floors, which do not require striping and waxing and have 
cushioning comfort qualities plus acoustical properties, are good for 
Emergency Departments. The resulting reduction in noise leads to 
higher patient stratification, under foot comfort qualities, higher staff 
satisfaction levels, and potentially lower staff injury rates.  Life-cycle 
maintenance costs and long warranties strongly support the 
consideration of using this type of product. Occasional deviation for the VA 

Master Specifications may be 
required.  VA staff participating in 
the development of interior 
design projects should justify the 
deviation and build the evidence 
to support the modification. 

VA Site Reference: VAMC Chicago 

Material deviations should follow VA Codes, Standards, and Executive 
Orders. See the Design and Construction Procedures, Topic 1, “Codes, 
Standards and Executive Orders” 
(www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/cpro/cp_top01.doc).  

 

Materials board, VAMC Biloxi Mental Health Facility Biloxi, Mississippi.  Photo courtesy of the Department of Veterans 
Affairs. 
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Material deviations should also 
be coordinated with the local 
facilities environmental 
maintenance abilities, facility 
site and local repair abilities, 
local manufacturer 
relationships, and project 
budget. 

Material modifications would be 
expected if the deviation was to 
support Sustainable or Green 
Guidelines.  Reference VA 
Master Specifications for 
sustainable issues 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/spec_idx.asp), as well as 
the VA Sustainable Design 
Manual 
(http://www.va.gov/facmgt/stan
dard/energy.asp). 
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Discuss the proposed deviation 
with the VA Office of 
Construction and Facilities 
Management and your project 
team. Provide all back up 
material to support the rationale 
of the deviation. 

Budget Realism  
At the beginning of every 
project the designer should 
request an interior finish 
budget.  This budget number 
should include all finishes 
applied to the floors, walls and 
ceilings. The designer is 
responsible for distributing the 
budget over the public, patient, 
staff and service areas.  The 
Designer is responsible for 
designing to the established 
budget. The VA Cost 
Estimating Index can be found 
online at 
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/cost-
estimating/. 

All material choices should be decided with the overall project budget in 
mind.  Break the budget down into floors, walls and ceiling cost. Factor 
in price escalation for future material purchases.  Talk with your 
estimator, project team or contractor to understand the percent per 
year they are estimating. 

Cost Analysis: 

• Purpose:   Create a cost analysis for each colored plan (by 
room). This can be as easy as coloring your rooms finish 
schedule document. 

• Audience: This is a good graphic way to understand the 
distribution of materials.  This is a nice visual to share with the 
users for them to understand what materials are going to be 
installed in what rooms. 

 

Cover of Cost Estimating Manual.  Graphic courtesy of the 
Department of Veterans Affairs. 

http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/standard/spec_idx.asp
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/cost-estimating/
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/cost-estimating/
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/cost-estimating/
http://www.va.gov/facmgt/cost-estimating/

	Master Construction Specifications (http://www.va.gov/facmgt

